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The idea of a method that contains firm, unchanging, and absolutely binding principles for conducting the business of science meets considerable difficulty when confronted with the results of historical research. We find, then, that there is not a single rule, however plausible, and however firmly grounded in epistemology, that is not violated at some time or another.  It becomes evident that such violations are not accidental events.… On the contrary, we see that they are necessary for progress. Indeed, one of the most striking features of recent discussions in the history and philosophy of science is the realization that events and developments, such as… the Copernican Revolution, … occurred only because some thinkers either decided not to be bound by certain ‘obvious’ methodological rules, or because they unwittingly broke them.

-- Paul Feyerabend, Against Method, 3rd ed (1993), p. 14

[I]f the notion of a theory-neutral observation language had been viable, and if theory changes were in fact cumulative, and if all scientists subscribed to the same methodological standards, and if there were mechanical algorithms for theory evaluation … then the positivists might well have been able to show wherein scientific rationality and objectivity consist. But that was not to come to pass… These days, social constructionists, epistemological anarchists, biblical inerrantists, political conservatives, and cultural relativists all find in the surviving traces of positivism grist for their mills; for what they find there appears to sustain their conviction that science has no particular claim on us, either as a source of beliefs or as a model of progressive, objective knowledge. Positivism thus transforms itself into a potent tool for resurrecting the very anti-empirical ideologies that it was intended to banish.

-- Larry Laudan, Beyond Postivism and Relativism (1996), p. 25

Feyerabend and Laudan have been represented as competing perspectives in the philosophy of science (e.g. Sanderson 1987). Feyerabend’s skeptical treatment of method-driven social science stems from a position of epistemological anarchism which, although not a defense of relativism, allows for the unfettered proliferation of incommensurable theories. Laudan’s response to Feyerabend’s anarchism results in a view of “progress” that (in a nearly empiricist fashion) depends not on scientific revolutions or cumulative knowledged but on competing research traditions that must establish their relative value by presenting solutions to concrete problems. A more flexible reading of their positions, however, suggests that the two positions are not so starkly opposed as to prevent a middle ground.  Where they begin to converge is on the point that uniformity in research practices and methodological principles is neither evident in the history of science, nor a desirable eventuality, nor a basis for major breakthroughs in scientific knowledge; where progress is thought to occur, it is more likely to be a product of scholars either eschewing rigorous adherence to a set of methodological principles or attempting to compare or synthesize the products of competing research traditions. For the purposes of this paper, the significant point is that neither eventuality is possible without adequate avenues of communication among clusters of research based on different combinations of methods and problems. 

With this in mind, the following four sections elaborate upon four interrelated claims. First, the social sciences, as a collective endeavor, can only be evaluated in terms of their effectiveness in addressing problems since convergence on substantive conclusions are more probable than convergence on unverifiable philosophical perspectives on which methodological principles are founded. Even so,  individuals must still confront the trade-offs between focusing on problems or methods in designing particular research projects and charting their own careers. The choices they make, however, are not particularly significant since, in the end, most researchers make claims about both methodological rigor and substantive utility to establish their credibility in the eyes of those employing similar methods and possessing comparable expertise on certain kinds of problems. This provides the basis for an ideal-typical representation of a “research community” and leads into the question of whether it is possible to evaluate the quality and significance of research products generated by different communities. 

Second, even the most pluralist attempts to articulate generalized methodological principles or standards for “rigor” tend to rely implicitly or explicitly on particular understandings of the nature of social reality, the purpose of social science, and the possibilities for causal knowledge. That is, calls for uniform standards of methodological rigor presume agreements on epistemological issues on which there has not been evidence of a steady convergence over time, even among those who issue such calls. Even if there have been fleeting moments when a given approach has been more popular than others, self-described social scientists have embarked upon quite different kinds of intellectual projects with quite different objectives that are informed by quite distinct, equally unverifiable, positions along an “epistemological spectrum” (Sil 2000c) -- ranging from empiricism and realism to pragmatism, phenomenology, critical theory, and various forms of relativism.
Third, given the low likelyihood of convergence upon any one of these positions, research communities should be seen neither as competing for the status of what Kuhn (1962) might regard as a “dominant paradigm,” nor as furthering the “immaturity” of the social sciences, but rather as components of a “complex division of labor,” analogous to that described in Durkheim’s (1984 [1933]) conception of modern society. That is, the social sciences may be viewed not just as an intrinsically pluralistic enterprise, but also as a collective endeavor within which each research community inherits distinctive sets of  trade-offs along a continuum stretching between ideal-typical nomothetic and ideographic research products. Whatever shared sense of progress is possible will first require a deeper awareness of the complementarities and distinctive roles played by research products employing different methods and assumptions to generate different kinds of understanding at different levels of generality. This effectively implies that our energies are better spent on cultivating a deeper awareness of the distinctive merits and limitations of research products employing different methods and theoretical languages rather than on developing unified methodological principles and standardsbut for a unified science of society. 

This leads to a fourth claim. Given that research communities, by their very nature, lack the capacity to authoritatively evaluate work undertaken by non-members, neither accidental “breakthroughs” of the sort stressed in Feyerabend, nor the “problem-solving progress” envisioned by Laudan, are likely without some tolerance for eclectic approaches within the division of labor. As understood here, eclecticism is neither a rejection of the more “disciplined” work produced in research communities, nor a substitute for it. Eclectic approaches are those that depart from the established practices of any one research community and draw upon diverse research products -- and, therefore, different combinations of methods, theories, and empirics -- in framing and investigating problems. As stand-alone contributions without a “hard core” or “protective belt” (Lakatos 1970), eclecticism is especially vulnerable to critiques from multiple research communities employing distinct evaluative standards. Nevertheless, accomodating eclectic approaches within a complex division of labor is worthwhile given their role in enhancing communication across existing research communities and potentially revealing complementarities and convergences in problems that are sliced, defined and posed at different levels of complexity and in different analytic languages by research communities.  It is this possibility that allows for the convergence of Feyerabend and Laudan on a middle ground on which some sense of common purpose among social scientists might be possible without requiring agreement on core problems or methodological principles.

I. Social Science, Social Scientists, and Research Communities

Social science as a collective enterprise cannot but be problem-driven. For  social science research to be taken seriously by actors in the world we claim to study, there must be some sort of payoff in the form of a deeper understanding of substantive issues that, in turn, lends itself to some sort of solution to problems being considered by particular decision-makers. More to the point, it is a good deal easier to generate agreements on specific conclusions resulting from the application of different methodological tools than to defend a particular method in the face of inconsistent conclusions generated by it. In international relations, for example, if realists and constructivists both conclude that a particular country does not pose a threat to its neighbors, the fact that they use different logics and different kinds of data to make this case should not detract our attention from the agreement on the conclusion itself. By contrast, the fact that social scientists perpetually disagree on methodological rules and criteria for “rigor” -- indeed, the fact that this conference is being held -- suggests that a method-driven social science can only be engineered as a hegemonic project.  As methodological choices ultimately rest on unverifiable assumptions about the nature of the social world and about the character and limits of knowledge about this world, any attempt at establishing uniform rules of scientific analysis and uniform standards of methodological rigor is also an attempt at privileging a particular set of ontological and epistemological assumptions. Certainly, the past century gives us little reason to believe that some convergence on such foundational issues is forthcoming; if anything, as Laudan’s epithet above anticipates, the simultaneous growth in the number and visibility of formal modelers and post-structuralists over the past decade suggests that there is actually more divergence than convergence on these elusive questions! While particular research traditions may make claims about having made progress, a shared view of progress  in the social sciences requires one of two things: agreements on method that depend on prior agreements on epistemology; or the emergence of insights that can constitute solutions to concrete problems. As the former has consistently eluded us, it only makes sense to focus on the latter. 

This claim, however, is not a decisive answer to the question raised at this conference; it is merely a philosophical posture on the character of the social sciences in light of the lack of unity on ontological and epistemological considerations. Such a posture does not imply a particular understanding of how social scientists, as individuals, ought to be doing research. Given that most of us cannot easily grasp the empirics of a wide range of concrete problems while also mastering a wide range of methods, it is quite reasonable to ask whether problem-oriented expertise or methodological skill takes precedence from the point of view of both the process of research and the evolution of a professional career in the academe. Those who tend to evaluate a particular research products in terms of some value-added on a particular substantive topic tend to be partial to a problem-driven understanding of “good” social science but also tend to be susceptible to challenges on how exactly social scientists trained in different methods can come to a common conclusion about how much value is actually being added without invoking common standards of methodological rigor.  Those who tend to evaluate a particular research products in terms of rigor tend to be partial to a method-driven understanding of “good” social science but also tend to be susceptible to challenges on how we determine the importance of the research to our collective understanding of a given set of issues. These preferences are a reflection of the real constraints and trade-offs individual social scientists face in deciding whether to invest their time in acquiring new methodological skills in studying different aspects of a familiar problem, or whether to hone their existing methodological skills as they seek to extend their application to new sets of problems. Thus, at the level of the individual researcher, the question of whether to design a research agenda around problems and methods cannot be answered on the basis of epistemological postures.

More significant is what happens in practice. Indeed, to be taken seriously by some set of scholars (not to mention funders!), research products must make reference to the proficiency with which a particular method has been applied  -- whatever the method and the criteria for rigor – as well as to the value-added in our understanding of some substantive problem -- however that problem is defined. And, for the most part, the two claims are not difficult to sustain in tandem given the simple fact that problems can be made to chase methods and vice-versa with relative ease. That is, a “problem” can be defined or framed in ways that make it more easy to apply a given method, particularly one that is traditionally oriented towards nomothetic analysis; more often than not, socially important “real world” problems are too complex for any one individual to tackle, and thus the intellectual or analytic “problems” posed in social scientific analysis represents a particular set of processes or relationships that a particular method is already well suited to cope with. Similarly, it is possible that certain kinds of methods, particularly those that are oriented towards ideographic analysis, tend to have an affinity with efforts to make sense of problems defined in relation to particular times and places; given the investment of time and effort to become familiar with many sides of a problem rooted in a particular social context, it is likely that methods can be chosen that are likely to take advantage of the problem-specific expertise acquired.  And, whether problems are chasing methods or methods are chasing problems, the alternatives actually represent quite different kinds of scholarly activities linked to different understandings of the purpose and possibilities of social science. Thus, at the level of individual social scientists, it makes little sense to argue over the relative merits of problem-driven or method-driven approaches; more fruitful would be to consider the different expectations that ought to be attached to different kinds of research products designed on the basis of different objectives, assumptions, methods, and levels of generalizability.

These observations do not represent simply a plea for politeness or pluralism. In fact, neither is in short supply in the profession, as evident in the tone taken by previously militant proponents of one or another method. Much harder to find are agreements about the principles or criteria to be employed in the evaluation of different kinds of research products. In this regard, while all social science research involves the task of “making sense” of some set of observations or experiences, unresolvable differences exist in terms of the investigator’s definition of the “problem” -- whether it is cast in theoretical terms, in terms of policy issues, or in relation to the experiences of particular agents in particular times and places -- and his/her view on how far we can travel with inferences or interpretations abstracted from the complex realities constituting time- and space-bound contexts.  Thus, the notion of pluralism needs to extend beyond the tolerance of different methods to the appreciation of the different goals of scholars, their different assumptions about the nature of social reality, and the trade-offs faced by research products using different kinds of methods to study problems cast at different levels of abstraction and scope. 

In this context, it is helpful to introduce the concept of research community to capture groups of individuals who work on similar kinds of problems and adopt similar kinds of methods. The term is used quite deliberately in lieu of “research program” in Lakatos’ sense, or “paradigm” in Kuhn’s sense, to take advantage of a quite familiar ideal-typical dichotomy we have inherited from classical social theory: that between community (gemeinschaft) and society (gesellschaft), the former characterized by a “mechanical solidarity” arising from similarity among members, and the latter characterized by an “organic solidarity” among individuals who are different but also share a common consciousness of the different roles they play as interdependent components of a larger system.
 The logic behind this contrast applies to the social sciences as well. Relative to the wider arena of social science research, an ideal-typical research community is defined in terms of the similarity, rather than interdependence, of roles; and this similarity extends to agreements on intellectually ssignificant questions, a theoretical vocabulary, the appropriate methods, and the criteria for evaluating works by members of the community.  That is, members of a “research community” not only share particular concerns and theoretical frameworks, but also favor the application of particular methods and problems that have an “elective affinity” for one another. The last point is highly significant for, following Shapiro (2002, 593), it implies a distinction between problems as framed in terms of the theoretical priors shared by members of a research community and problems representing phenomena of interest to different research communities and social actors. 

Examples might include historical institutionalists focusing on social policies in advanced industrial countries, those using statistical methods to examine relationships between levels of trade and conflict; or those employing game-theoretic models to make sense of electoral politics in post-communist transitions. Although actual research communities are likely to be fluid and have overlapping membership, the ideal-typical research community certainly has enough approximations in the social sciences (as evident, for example, in the primary audience a researcher targets, or the scholars invited to review a particular contribution or offer tenure letters). As such it is a useful concept in relation to the fundamental issue addressed in this paper: whether the continuing diversity of views on “good”  social science -- as evident in debates over problem and method -- suggest inadequate discipline created by the intrusion of “unscientific” approaches into social science, developmental “immaturity” (Kuhn 1962) relative to the natural sciences, or the stark reality that the very nature of social analysis precludes fixed understandings about method and knowledge. 

Methodological Rigor Without Epistemological Unity?
The past decade has witnessed renewed efforts to establish a uniform set of methodological rules and standards intended to provide a common framework for assessing different kinds of quantitative and qualitative research as well as to interpretive narratives. One of the most well-received of these efforts, led by Gary King and his collaborators, was advanced in the mid-1990s and has become an entrenched feature of graduate curricula. This program for“disciplining” social science involves an explicit position on the question of methods:  as inferences offered through interpretive and qualitative analysis ultimately depend by the same quasi-experimental logic employed in quantitative research, there should be uniform rules for designing empirical research and uniform standards for evaluating research design (King et al., 1994; see also Goldthorpe 1996b). Extending this perspective, King (1995) even called for social scientists to heed as universal the “norm of replication” by depositing their empirical work -- whether in the form of raw statistical data or field notes containing discursive data -- in data archives. Such common methodological norms and principles, it is thought, would enable social scientists to maintain and apply a uniform standard of rigor across qualitative, qualitative, and interpretive approaches. 


These proposals deserve credit for stimulating more debate over methodological issues among qualitative researchers and making them more conscious about what kinds of claims can be made, with what levels of confidence, on the basis of what kinds of observations. Unfortunately, the pluralist tone invoked in these proposals run up against a clear limit when King et al (1994, 6) consciously choose to “sidestep” controversial issues in the philosophy of social science, despite the fact that differences over these issues would produce vastly different positions on the possibility and desirability of a single set of rules and standards for methodologically diverse research products. The problem becomes especially evident in the manner in which King et al. downplay differences among research products and objectives in order to highlight what they claim to be essentially similar logical processes at work when social scientists are engaged in “discovering truth”  from the study of an infinitely complex social reality (King et al. 1994, 38). This view suggests that there exists a consensus about what kinds of statements constitute claims about “truth,” ignoring the significant differences among social scientists over the extent to which different “truths” are accessible to human observors, the level of abstraction at which “truths” are to be formulated, and the extent to which these “truths” can be generalized across contexts. In effect, as King et al. seek to blur the distinction between quantitative and qualitative research, they also assume that the epistemological assumptions informing some types of nomothetic analysis apply to all scholarly endeavors that qualify as “social sciences.”  Specifically, their understanding of method reflects an empiricist epistemology -- one that privileges observable regularities in social life, emphasizes causal and descriptive inferences without reference to causal mechanisms, and equates social knowledge with falsifiable law-like propositions concerning relationships between standardized categories of social facts called “variables.”  Thus, despite their seemingly reasonable claims and seemingly inclusive attitude, King et al. end up conflating their particular community of social scientists with the wider society of social scientists in which many other communities are defined by quite different philosophical foundations. 


One does not have to be a relativist to challenge the vision of a unified methodology articulated in the work of King et al.  In fact, those who might be considered “theoretical realists” (cf. Somers 1998) are equally committed to the idea of uniform criteria for evaluating social science research, but would emphasize the inner logical consistency of conceptual categories and general propositions articulated in research products rather than their empirics. In this perspective on social science, which can be tracedback to Hempel (1966), ontology has precedence over epistemology, and epistemology privileges the deductive formulations of propositions about unobserved causal mechanisms as long as the effects or sequences they produce are observable. As a result, while empirical observations are important as tests, theoretical realists emphasize prior causal axioms, deductive logic in the formulation of propositions, and the primacy of internal logical consistency. As Bueno de Mesquita put it some time ago (1985, 128): “internal logical consistency is a fundamental requirement of all hypotheses... [and] formal, explicit theorizing takes intellectual, if not temporal, precedence over empiricism.”  While his more recent contribution  (2002) reflects a more pluralistic position in  multiplicity of methods, in the end, the unity of social scientific research depends on strategies that use or approximate mathematical modeling in conjunction with various methods to establish the “rigorous logical foundation of propositions” that supposedly eludes theoretical claims offered through ordinary language. 

There is nothing inherently problematic about the minimalist version of this claim: that the elimination of logical fallacies – of the sort where a theoretical proposition consists of two components that cannot both be true -- should be a basic threshold all “good” social science research products must cross. After all, even a Derrida or a Lyotard would themselves shudder at the tought that their exercises in deconstruction might contain logical contradictions. But, beyond this minimal criterion, the vision of a unified standard of rigor linked to internal logical consistency runs into problems once we extend our horizon to research products initiated from philosophical positions outside of theoretical realism. There is, for example, the central assumption that mathematical modeling can, in fact, be adapted to all kinds of investigations and can replace ordinary language in most instances. As some rational-choice theorists themselves recognize, however, there is a range of factors that simply cannot be represented in a meaningful way in a game theoretic model (Myerson 1992, esp. 66).  In particular, the translation of human experiences communicated discursively by actors themselves into mathematical symbols and functions is a complicated process into which many contested assumptions and logical fallacies can be smuggled. The very process of coding processes, sequences, episodes and patterns of social relations across time- and space-bound contexts entails having to make a long list of claims about the meaning of each act and event, claims that are often not themselves made explicit or subjected to critical scrutiny. Thus, while attributing meaning to actions and events is an intrinsically problematic challenge for social science, it is unclear why a mathematical representation of complex social realities will inherently overcome the fundamental limitations facing all efforts at representation and interpretation. By the same token, ordinary language is not inherently fated to lead to miscommunication and logical fallacies; as  studies of conversation suggest, so long as discourse continues, misunderstandings can be repaired and equivalency can be established in the use of ordinary words (Schegloff 1992). 

In “softer” versions of positivism, while empiricism may be given preference over realism, it is a more pragmatic form of empiricism that views the search for regularities as intertwined with the search for understanding. That is, social action within distinctive historical sequences or social contexts are regarded as meaningful objects of analysis in their own right. This sort of epistemological pragmatism does not rule out causal knowledge, but it does mean that when causal mechanisms are posited at all, these are likely to be historically referenced and can only be compared through relational categories linking actors to situations in a dialectical manner.
  For them, neither the empiricists’ rules of inference and norms of replicability, nor the theoretical realists’ embrace of the temporal and intellectual primacy assigned to internal logical consistency, offer obvious solutions when it comes to addressing the practical challenges in working with historical or discursive material or to satisfying one’s intellectual curiosity in regard to the experiences of particular people in particular times and places. Scholars who engage in comparative-historical studies note, for example, that prescriptions offered by empiricists or theoretical realists essentially re-state familiar issues in the long-standing tradition of comparative-historical research in the language of statistics or mathematics while understating the different priorities pursued by qualitative researchers at different stages of research (Collier 1995; Munck 2001). At early stages of research, for example, conscious selection bias may prove to be not a hindrance but a facilitator in helping to uncover potential independent variables or to identify complex causal processes linked to the interaction among variables previously studied discretely. Similarly, while concurring that explanatory theories might profit from the prescriptions of King et al., Caporaso (1995) notes that there are valuable intellectual returns from other kinds of equally important endeavors -- for example, those aimed at generating new typologies or context-sensitive interpretations -- that cannot be uniformly subjected to the “norm of replicability” or standard rules of inference. Still others emphasize the distinctive challenges and enormous personal investment undertaken by qualitative area specialists doing fieldwork abroad while using foreign languages and without the benefit of the more reliable and plentiful data available to scholars working closer to home (Ames 1996). Such research often has to engage issues in the relevant historiography that are part of the process of trying to make sense of, or reinterpret, particular qualitative data, and these are critical moments in a research effort that simply cannot be replicated in the form of scanned notes to be stored in archived data sets. 

Proceeding further away from the positivist end of the “epistemological spectrum” (Sil 2000c), there are interpretive exercises that fundamentally reject many of the presuppositions undergirding empiricist or realist perspectives on method, and instead  proceed from the assumption that “the web of meaning constitutes human existence to such an extent that it cannot ever be meaningfully reduced to … any predefined elements” (Rabinow and Sullivan 1987, 6). Thus, whether engaged in “thick description” (Geertz 1973), hermeneutics (Gadamer 1976; Rocoeur, 1971; Taylor 1987), phenomenology (Schutz 1967), or ethnomethodology (Garfinkel 1967, cf. Heritage 1987), the focus is on some form of translation, aimed at recapturing and representing the meanings held by actors engaged in ordinary context-bound social practices. Given the objectives and constraints accompanying interpretive analysis at such close range, universal principles of data analysis seem so far removed as to be irrelevant when compared to the much more immediate problem of coping with the process of understanding the significance of acts, events, or social relations from the perspective of the actors involved.  

There is also the tradition of critical theory -- most frequently identified with Frankfurt School theorists Horkheimer, Adorno and Habermas -- which departs from the premise that, since all knowledge claims have implications for politics and values, it is neither possible nor desirable to enforce an artificial separation between “objective” practices of scientific investigation and interpretive analyses explicitly generated in the spirit of social critique and political action (cf. Honneth 1987; Slater 1977). Or, as Habermas (1987, 152) puts it in response to Weber’s (1949) defense of the separation of science, morality, and art: “A reified everyday praxis can be cured only by creating unconstrained interaction of the cognitive with the moral-practical and the aesthetic-expressive elements.” And, the still more relativistic epistemology of post-modernists or post-structuralists (whether they care for these labels or not) call into question that causal knowledge is even possible given the inherent impossibility of establishing the “correctness” of translations in view of the subjectivity of human experience. While this leads some to contend that the “autonomy of discourse” and the infinite uniqueness of each use of a word allow for only incomparable exercises in deconstruction,  “contextualist” post-modernists (identified with Foucault and Deleuze rather than Derrida or Baudrillard) see the rejection of realism and meta-narrative as compatible with renewed efforts at representing historical episodes and experiences with greater attention to the power relations operating in the interpretand’s social context (Callinicos 1985). 

The point is not that all these approaches are all equally valuable for all investigations. It is that there have long existed intellectual commitments to epistemological perspectives the differences between which cannot be resolved except by fiat. Thus, it may be more useful to evaluate scholarly endeavors not in terms of uniform standards related to adherence to methodological rules but in terms of the different kinds of contributions each might make to a more generalized collective quest for a deeper understanding of patterns of human activities, including the activities of scholars themselves. This requires us to think of methodological alternatives in the social sciences as united by a more diffuse understanding of “truth” than that assumed in calls for uniform standards of rigor rooted in the search for explanatory parsimony or statistical regularity. This also allows for a more meaningful representation of the diverse scholarship evident over time and across social science departments, particularly if we take into account the long-standing and recurrent debates in the history of social science disciplines over core methodological and epistemological postulates (Sil 2000d).  The unity of the social sciences would thus rest not on adherence to method but on an appreciation of the distinct, complementary, intellectual pay-offs from different kinds of scholarly endeavors that serve different functions in an ongoing collective process that depends simultaneously on exercises in empirical analysis, axiomatic deduction, explanatory theorizing, interpretation as well as critique and deconstruction. 

Trade-offs and Roles in a Complex Division of Labor

To systematically project what this emergent “division of labor” might look like, it is useful to first consider the varied perspectives on relationships between categories of facts and the contexts from which they are drawn as captured in the familiar dichotomy of nomothetic-ideographic modes of analysis. Nomothetic analysis represents a search for recurrent patterns reflecting constant relationships among variables that must be defined at a sufficient level of abstraction to permit analysis across a specified range of cases; ideographic analysis studies unique historical configurations and attempts to incorporate the subjective meanings that actors themselves attach to their actions and experiences within particular historical or social contexts. Nomothetic analysis -- most obvious in economics and much “mainstream” political science and sociology -- encompasses formal modeling, statistical analysis, and comparative or case studies aimed at generating or testing hypotheses; but in all cases, the focus is on the correlations and relationships among “variables,” abstract categories formed out of similar kinds of “facts” in order to construct general inferences applicable to several empirical contexts within a given domain. Ideographic approaches -- best exemplified by cultural anthropology, but also evident in historical narratives in political science and sociology -- are thought to focus on the complex factors and processes in historically specific situations that lead to particular processes, sequences, or patterns of social interaction; even if the essential facts are termed “variables,” these are defined in close proximity to historical referents, and the objective is to lay out the particular interaction of these “variables” within a particular time- and space- bound context rather than to develop a portable model or hypothesis. 


It is highly significant for the purposes of the argument to follow, however, that the nomothetic-ideographic distinction is not an absolute one. As King et al. (1994, 43) rightly argue, “... the difference between the amount of complexity in the world and that in the thickest of descriptions is still vastly larger than the difference between the thickest of descriptions and the most abstract quantitative or formal analysis.” That is, all efforts at representing or analyzing social life -- whether aimed at parsimonious “covering laws” or thick descriptions, and whether employing quantitative, qualitative or interpretive approaches -- ultimately involve the same challenges in sorting through empirical information, grouping facts together into categories, and ordering those categories. At a certain level of abstraction, the process of identifying, ordering and representing “significant” facts in ideographic analysis can be viewed as a process of abstracting from complex social contexts, which is essentially what more nomothetically oriented research ultimately seeks to do. 


The implications of this observation, however, are not as obvious as King et al assume. The basic challenge of extracting and ordering “significant” facts from infinitely complex social phenomena does not logically point to a uniform set of rules for research design since the objectives and the foundational assumptions of scholars still vary substantially and significantly. In particular, even if the process of abstracting fromo complexity involves moving in the same direction -- from context to category -- how far one chooses to go with this and for what purpose remain important questions that have enormous implications for how meaningfully methodological principles and standards can travel.  Even though the challenge facing nomothetic and ideographic researchers may be essentially the same, the responses to this challenge are dependent on how scholars view the relationship between the contexts they study and abstract categories of analysis such as “cases” and “variables.” King et al’s rules of inference may thus be of much value for a large number of scholars using qualitative information for producing claims that are logically similar to, and cast at the same level of generalizability as, claims based on statistical analysis; but many other scholars in the social sciences pursue different objectives related to different understandings of “truth” involving different levels of empirical detail presented at different levels of abstraction.. This suggests a quite different conclusion than the one suggested by King et al.: that there are not one, not two, but many different strategies for ordering and comparing “facts” across contexts, each indicative of different scholarly motivations and likely to yield different kinds of intellectual payoffs from the perspective of the social sciences as a whole.  

I suggest that the relationship between “cases,” “variables,” and the contexts from which they are extracted can be better understood along a graded continuum rather than simple dichotomies like quantitative-qualitative method or nomothetic-ideographic analysis. Even Hempel (1970, 730) emphasizes that concept-formation is driven by ideals of “theoretical simplicity and fruitfulness, both of which are surely capable of gradations.” There may be a unifying logic along these gradations, but it is a highly abstract one analogous to the one employed in Sartori’s “ladder of generality.” Long ago, Sartori (1970) noted the more cases to which we attempt to apply general categories or concepts, the more the latter have to be “stretched” and the less meaningful and useful they may become in identifying the appropriate empirical referents within the specific context of each case. Rather than being viewed as an intractable problem, Sartori’s ladder can be adapted here as the logical basis for appreciating the different kinds of intellectual returns -- and trade-offs -- related to the definition and use of “cases” and “variables” based on a wider or narrower range of discrete empirical contexts.


Depending on their objectives and epistemological orientations, scholars must determine whether the object of their analysis is a single context, a single crucial “case,” few cases, or many cases; and, related to this, they must decide just how much to compress the facts extracted from any one context into “variables” measurable across contexts or cases. Given the strengths and weaknesses of a particular matrix of cases and variables, we are left with a wide range of scholarly endeavors to choose from as we progressively widen (or narrow) the range of cases and/or expand (or reduce) the breadth of variables. In some situations, it may be possible to make continuous and related adjustments to the definition of concepts as the domain of possible cases is increased to test the limits of a concept’s utility (Ragin 1994), but, for any given problematique, the attempt to expand the domain of cases still carries the price of “stretching” variables to fit historical or discursive data. In other words, any given matrix of cases and variables -- that is, any decision about how many contexts to study and how much to compress observable data into more generalized categories -- has its own strengths and weaknesses and provides different kinds of insights into concrete empirical phenomena. Thus, the decision to employ a particular matrix of cases and variables comes with significant, unavoidable trade-offs that are inherent in the kind of intellectual contribution that results.


These trade-offs suggest that we can even expect intellectual pay-offs from what some would consider “poorly designed” research according to the logic of quantitative analysis. Comparative studies selecting on the dependent variable, for example, are dismissed as inherently flawed by King et al. (1994, 129-37) when it comes to constructing broader inferences. This may well be, but giving such injunctions a privileged position in methodological discussion also serves to discourage scholars from undertaking research that, while not leading to valid causal inferences, can make critical contributions by challenging the utility of certain hypotheses, eliminating spurious inferences, constructing new typologies, or pointing out additional variables or causal pathways that were missed by more rigorously designed comparative analysis (see also Collier and Mahoney 1996). Similarly, there are crucial insights to be gained into the complexities of social processes even from interpretive studies that are context-bound; even though such studies would not independently lead to general causal propositions, they would still play a crucial role in uncovering different kinds of facts (or “variables”) and suggesting a more nuanced understanding of a given process or recurrent historical patterns. And, while it might be tempting to dismiss as “unscientific” positions that unabashedly link normative critique to empirical anslysis or that embrace the post-modern “incredulity towards metanarrative” (Lyotard 1984), it is also true that such efforts serve a distinctive function by forcing scholars who view themselves as more “conventional” in their research practices to be more conscious of the foundational assumptions and social environments shaping their choice of problems and methods.  The point is not that explicit rules concerning good research design are a hindrance; far from it, such rules can ensure that theoretical claims researchers make are commensurate with the evidence on hand. However, when such rules are extended to suggest uniform critera for “good” research, they de facto privilege certain kinds of research products while closing off a lot of avenues for becoming more conscious of hidden or implicit assumptions, identifying new variables and unexpected correlations, or tracing alternative pathways at different levels of complexity.


To negotiate the chasm between visions of a unified set of methodological principles and standards, on the one hand, and the relativistic implications of Feyerabend’s epistemological anarchism, on the other, I  employ Durkheim’s notion of “the division of labor” as an analogy to suggest a more useful way to think about the relationships among competing research traditions and methodological approaches in the social sciences today. For Durkheim (1984, 31-87), “the division of labor” represented an analytic construct for identifying the distinct roles played by individuals and groups as part of a single social structure. This construct allowed Durkheim to compare the mechanisms through which the members of societies, both simple and complex, were capable of developing a “collective consciousness” linked to the nature of their roles. Durkheim endeavored to show that the differentiation of roles and functions in increasingly complex societies, rather than destroying the social solidarity assumed to exist in pre-industrial agrarian communities, only transformed the character of that solidarity: whereas “mechanical” solidarity in simple division of labor arose from the common consciousness of individuals of the essential similarity of their roles, a more complex division of labor engendered a more “organic” form of solidarity rooted in the common awareness of interdependence among individuals attached to progressively more differentiated roles.


In the social sciences, the process of differentiation is evident in the evolution of disciplinary structures and research communities over the past two centuries. Increasingly more specialized fields, sub-fields and research traditions have emerged to help investigators to gain a more detailed knowledge of a particular set of phenomena and to share their research products with progressively narrower groups of scholars whose specialized training enables them to efficiently grasp the significance of these findings. In addition, distinctive research traditions have emerged to provide common foundational assumptions, vocabularies, research tools, and evaluative criteria, enabling scholars to communicate their findings or claims in a language accessible to others sharing a given tradition. What is lacking, however, are the channels or mechanisms through which the contributions of distinctive research products and methodologies across various disciplines and sub-fields can be simultaneously appreciated as part of an integrated effort (Sil 2000d). In Durkheimian terms, the problem has to do with the fact that a complex division of labor has emerged without the common awareness of the functionality of, and interdependence among, the different roles being fulfilled by different kinds of research products. That is, those who insist that the social sciences be founded on a unified logic and uniform methods are adopting the view of a more simple community in which investigators might come to share a “mechanical” solidarity rooted in the similarity of their epistemological assumptions. If, instead, we view social scientists as part of a complex division of labor, then whatever solidarity is possible would require some abstract awareness of the manner in which different approaches founded upon quite different epistemological perspectives, have particular strengths and limitations in relation the more broadly defined quest for understanding that social scientists share. 


The notion of distinct approaches serving distinct functions in a scholarly “division of labor” is not meant to suggest that scholars need to commit to one or another methodological approach or choose their research projects solely on the grounds of their value to others. Indeed, most social scientists do what they do primarily because they find it intrinsically interesting, and it is often the questions they ask that account for the character and quality of their research. Since, however, methodological debates have such a powerful and divisive impact on the work and lives of social scientists (in terms of hiring, tenure, grants and basic civility), it seems worthwhile to consider how the seemingly irreconcilable positions adopted by scholars from different research traditions might be recast as expressions of their particular roles within a single scholarly division of labor. Otherwise, social scientists risk becoming fragmented into isolated clusters of research communities incapable of communicating with each other even where their substantive interests converge. 


Figure 1 below is designed to represent what a more inclusive division of labor might look like in relation to diverse, ideal-typical research products located along a continuum capturing a range of two-dimensional choices. The first dimension, represented by the horizontal axis, is intended to identify elective affinities between particular methods and particular epistemological positions the possibilities and desirabilities of uncovering generalized propositions in relation to specific time- and space-bound contexts. The second dimension, represented by the vertical axis, is intended to broadly capture variations in the degree of parsimony or complexity in the characterization of empirical phenomena. The extent to which a spatio-temporally singular context is treated as a “case” of a more general phenomenon, and the manner in which contextual information is compressed into variables, result in a variety of research products, each with its distinct intellectual pay-offs and corresponding limitations. 
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The ideal-typical research product at the ideographic extreme would be a context-bound narrative that is consciously designed to represent as much of the subjective experience of particular individuals, without much attention to theoretical implications. The ideal-typical research product at the nomothetic extreme would be in the form of “covering laws” designed to be operationalized and applied universally in making sense of human behavior across a wide range of social contexts.  The two poles thus represent the diametrically opposed ideals of parsimony and complexity; while neither may be attainable in practice, the pursuit of these ideals has quite different implications for the design, conduct and outcome of social research, despite the fact that all investigators must cope with the challenge of selecting and ordering information from infinitely complex social realities. In between the extremes, there is quite a wide range of research products ranging from various types of formal modeling (ranging from utility functions to single- or multiple- equilibria games), statistical analysis (ranging from bivariate to multivariate regressions), and “analytic narratives” (that claim to combine thick descriptions of contexts with logics embedded in game-theoretic models) to macro-causal explanations (that lack the parsimony of a formal model but offer inductively generated causal propositions), partial historically grounded explanations (that are not universally applicable, but still suggest conjunctural factors that account for part of the variance in outcomes), and “thick” descriptions (that are designed to provide an interpretive understanding of a particular phenomenon or sequence but without suggesting explanatory logics or enabling systematic comparison). 

The remainder of this section elaborates on why it makes sense to interpret the strong positions taken by proponents of various methods not as a competition among research communities but as constitutent elements linked to distinctive trade-offs within a complex division of labor. The following discussion is not intended as an authoritative or comprehensive treatment of each and every variant of each and every method, nor as a comprehensive list of positive and negative attributes of each. Rather, the point is to translate commonplace statements supporting, criticizing, or defending particular methodological traditions into a description of the distinctive roles each might be regarded as playing  within the collective process of making sense of complex historical and social contexts through words, numbers, and symbols.

The Search for Parsimony: Formal Modeling

Proponents of formal modeling typically view parsimony as an ideal that is too readily sacrificed in historically grounded narratives and misapplied by quantitative researchers. They take for granted that pre-existing causal forces account for much of human activity, and they therefore emphasize general theoretical models in the form of logically consistent covering laws from which parsimonious causal accounts of diverse outcomes may be deduced. Inferences drawn from observable patterns in social life are therefore subordinated to the position of providing partial external validation to these axioms or models. Also worth noting is the fact that when formal modelers do turn to empirical research for external validation, they tend to prefer quantitative research given the common preference for standard concepts and uniform coding methods across the largest possible universe of cases (Goldthorpe 1996a). An impressive case in point in this regard is Bueno de Mesquita’s (1981) classic study of the causes of war based on models of utility functions linked to large-scale data sets. In principle, however, comparative studies and sufficiently stylized narratives can also be generated to demonstrate how the logic contained in rational-choice versions of formal modeling might play out in specific historical contexts (Bates, Greif et al. 1998; Kiser 1996; Laitin 1998). What this suggests is that formal modelers are in a position to communicate directly with quantitative researchers and (somewhat less directly) with a range of qualitative researchers, prompting them to consider the extent to which statistical regularities or discursive information can be compressed and ordered to permit systematic generalizations across contexts. This also suggests that formal modelers can potentially provide a common analytic lanaguage for translating and comparing different kinds of empirical research, thereby, enabling better communication among quantitative and qualitative researchers concerned with substantive questions posed at a fairly high level of abstraction.


This does not, however, mean that formal models can provide a unified foundation for social science as some programmatic statements have suggested (e.g. Coleman 1990; Lalman et al., 1993).  For one, many social scientists neither share the deductivist assumptions of formal modelers, nor agree on an alternative foundation for their different styles of empirical research. In particular, as qualitative information gets progressively more embedded in historical and cultural contexts, the distance between contextual information and universal categories strains the lines of meaningful communication between interpretivists and formal modelers. More generally, the very search for empirical referents for mathematical symbols and functions across diverse contexts entails coping with a wide range of coding activities each of which ultimitately depends on unverifiable assumptions that are not themselves revealed or offered for scrutiny.  Attempts to cope with this problem while protecting the core axioms driving a formal model generally result in a reduction in the scope of application to the point that “domains of great significance” are left unexamined (Munck 2001, 176).  In such cases, recent efforts to juxtapose rich historical narratives alongside game-theoretic models in the interest of pluralism reflect an admirable range of skills on the part of particular scholars but do not ultimately allow the process of context-specific empirical investigation to significantly alter or subvert the causal logic embedded in formal axiomatic propositions; if anything, the kind of language employed at the level of case-specific narrative to probe the subjective or symbolic dimensions of action are often subsumed within the more abstract concepts employed to capture utility calculations of actors in a formal model.
 Moreover, the concern with model elaboration leads to a serious neglect of considering alternative hypotheses, both at the level of historical interpretations of particular cases and at the more general level of inference (Mahoney 2000). Thus, despite their emphasis on unobservable causal laws and on the priority accorded to analytic constructs over empirical analysis, formal modelers must ultimately rely on some sort of empirical analysis to make their axioms relevant. Acknowledging this fundamental interdependence without demoting empirical analysis to second-class citizenship is one of the more fundamental, and more readily practiced, components of a methodological division of labor.

Probabilistic Social Science: Large-n Statistical Analysis

Most quantitative analysis is founded on empiricist assumptions but also operates at a great distance from discrete historical contexts in that it employs highly generalized constructs (variables) that can be operationalized and measured across the largest possible population of cases. The propositions they offer are in the form of probabilistic inferences based on statistical regularities rather than deterministic causal laws based on internal logical consistency. Proponents of quantitative analysis place a high value on the explicit rules that are uniformly applied to the definition, observation and measurement of variables over many cases. Since the same operation is performed on the same variables in each case, large-n methods are deemed to be less prone to human bias or error; and to the extent that bias and error affect all empirical analysis, these can be systematically reduced through public, replicable procedures that are hard to define in qualitative research. Moreover, statistical analysis enables scholars to establish the frequency distribution of effects over a large number of representative cases, thereby providing probabilistic estimates thought to be more reliable than deterministic general propositions offered by formal modelers or sweeping macro-historical explanations (Goldthorpe 1996b; Lieberson 1985). As noted above, large-n statistical analysis, its epistemology notwithstanding, represents  reliable, even desirable, means for establishing empirical referents for general models even if external validation is secondary to internal logical consistency. At the same time, from the perspective of qualitative researchers, statistical anomalies and previously unsuspected correlations can help identify recurrent historical patterns or point to new puzzles or hypotheses to guide case-based investigations.


These advantages of large-n analysis, however, are not without trade-offs. For one, the advantages of probabilistic inferences based on the frequency distribution of effects also become liabilities when it comes to causal explanation. Statistical correlations may support or suggest explanatory propositions, but since quantitative researchers do not concern themselves with causal mechanisms or pathways -- intervening variables are not causal mechanisms -- even the most sophisticated multivariate statistical techniques betray a “tendency toward abstract, and sometimes vacuous, generalizations” (Ragin 1987, 69). Moreover, statistical inferences are not directly able to make sense of actual social processes within a given historical context (the “black box” problem). As Rueschmeyer (1991, 26-28) notes in relation to probabilistic treatments of democracy and development, the advantage gained by focusing on variables in large-n statistical analysis comes at the expense of a deep understanding of how particular beliefs, practices, personalities and social structures affect one another and combine to shape outcomes or sequences of political change. Similarly, a survey involving a large sample of workers may enable large scale comparisons of levels of job alienation or industrial conflict, but would offer little insight into the nature of daily work life or the complex relationships among different categories of workers and managers on the shopfloor (Orum et al. 1991, 22).  In addition, large-n probabilistic approaches are vulnerable to “Galton’s problem” (cf. Hammel 1980), the non-independence of cases resulting from the common effects of external or pre-existing factors; while it is possible for a self-conscious scholar to become aware of these effects, the search for probabilistic assessments based on pre-selected independent variables means that the presence of common exogeneous factors can be easily missed. 

These are not criticisms but limitations inherent in the endeavor of seeking out statistical regularities from a large number of cases. The discussion does, however, point to a need to recognize the interdependence within a scholarly division of labor between probabilistic analysis and approaches concerned either with causal mechanisms or context-specific understandings of social action and process. 

The Power of One:  Thick Narratives, Stylized Interpretations, and Case  Studies

Closest to the ideographic end of the continuum, the attention to the complex character of time- and space-bound phenomena is most pronounced in strictly ideographic context-bound interpretations. Such narratives are typically founded on a more historicist or relativistic epistemology in which generalizations across contexts are highly restricted by the incommensurability of the meanings actors attach to phenomena they experience. The interpretivist would still need to make important decisions about how to represent an infinitely complex social world in a narrative of limited length; however, to the extent that pre-existing ideas and categories may influence the narrative, these are seen not as scientific constructs but indications of the subjective orientations and intrinsic curiosity of the interpretor.  While this limits the range of inferences or lessons one can derive from context-bound interpretations that are dependent on meanings actors ascribe to their actions, environments and experiences within their social contexts, such accounts do claim a place within social science disciplines. Even if their proponents may decline to view their work as “scientific,” they usually do share with their positivist colleagues at least an abstract commitment to uncovering some aspect of social phenomena, however subjective the process. 

Thus, even explicitly context-bound interpretations, by seeking to uncover hidden meanings held by actors, can help others generate crucial insights into the relative significance of particular actions, beliefs, or events vis-à-vis each other.  That is, context-bound interpretations are ultimately informed by a set of detailed empirical observations, some of which are likely to coincide with observations relevant to more nomothetically oriented case analysis. At various stages of their research, formal modelers, quantitative researchers and small-n comparativists may all find that the detailed sequences and patterns in such interpretive narratives may help refine the operationalization of, and causal weight attached to, a particular variable for a given case. This may be why the past several years have witnessed an increasing number of calls for pluralism that specifically point to the linkage between narratives and formal models (Bates, Greif et al 1998; Kiser 1996). In this regard, it is worth acknowledging that, in spite of the aforementioned criticisms (fn. 4) of the ambitious claims and assumptions evident in this literature, such efforts have set in motion dialogues and debates that open the door to more meaningful and fruitful dialogue between those interested in the elaboration of formal models such as game theory and those engaged in the long-standing tradition of case-based comparative research (Munck 2001). 


Unlike context-bound interpretations, the insights contained in case-studies and stylized interpretations are framed in such a way as to permit at least implicit comparisons across contexts. Case studies and stylized interpretive studies may be distinguished from each other according to the objectives and epistemological orientation of the investigator. The former are typically designed to support nomothetic endeavors and encompass what Lijphart (1971) describes as the“hypothesis-generating,” “theory-confirming” or “theory-infirming” types of case analysis; the latter reflect an ideographic commitment and correspond more closely to Lijphart’s “atheoretical” and “interpretive” case-studies.
 As the distinction between nomothetic and ideographic analyses is actually one of degrees, however, I consider case-studies and stylized interpretations in tandem to examine how they complement formal or statistical methods.


Case studies and stylized interpretations offer valuable insights and information about how persons, beliefs, practices, events, and social relations combine to produce particular historical sequences or recurrent patterns, a feat that cannot be duplicated by variable-based approaches. Case-studies in nomothetic analysis are frequently designed to systematically examine the applicability of pre-established theories, particularly through the analysis of “must fit” cases that may be invoked to refine existing general theories or models and to demonstrate how these may be translated into stylized interpretations of particular time- and space- bound processes.
  Similarly, despite the ideographic commitments of most narrativists, the vocabulary or explanatory logics of existing theoretical models or hypotheses could certainly provide the basis for the prioritization of “facts” in stylized interpretations, especially where there happens to be a partial convergence between narrativists and theorists on specific epistemological issues concerning the significance of agency or temporality (Kiser 1996).


At the same time, detailed studies of single contexts, albeit lacking the quasi-experimental control of statistical analysis, may enable scholars to“extract new ideas at close range” (Collier 1999a). Case studies based on fieldwork, for example, can yield a preliminary set of concepts and hypotheses that can be subsequently refined through new cases studies in what Becker (1868) has referred to as a “building block” approach, or through the introduction of new heuristic assumptions that can inform comparative studies. Even where stylized interpretations are too “thick” so as to be conducive to the formation of broad analytic concepts, they may be invoked to demonstrate how particular experiences or ideals are understood in a given context, while challenging existing interpretations of that context and prompting more theoretically ambitious colleagues to reconsider the adequacy and salience of causally significant factors employed across the universe of similar cases. In these various ways, both case studies and single-context interpretations serve a critical function in the division of labor: they both provide“the detailed and rich data [that] permit the analyst to develop a solid empirical basis for specific concepts and generalizations” (Orum et al. 1992, 7).


There remains a question, however, as to just how significant a contribution case-studies or stylized interpretations can independently make to the cumulation of theoretical and empirical knowledge across contexts. In testing theories or applying models, studies of single contexts are much less definitive than multivariate statistical analysis since, as critics of case-study methods note, even“small measurement errors in a particular case can lead to results that are flatly preposterous” (Bueno de Mesquita 1985, 127). In terms of independently producing new conceptual frameworks and original hypotheses, studies of single contexts are especially vulnerable to the inductivist fallacy; while investigators may consider hypotheticals or speculate about the significance of various factors in other cases, the absence of controlled comparisons severely circumscribes the applicability of the concepts and propositions to be extracted from a single case study or interpretation. These limitations do not erode the potential value of such approaches within the wider division of labor, but they do reflect unavoidable trade-offs that accompany the necessary search for context-specific information that may have salience in relation to existing contests among theoreties and historiographies.

Small-n “lumpers” and “splitters”

Closer to the middle of the continuum between ideal-typical nomothetic and ideographic research products, small-n studies may be an effective means for combining some of the complexity of case studies with some degree of quasi-experimental control through the comparative method. While such studies have been considered by some to be an important but preliminary step in establishing the plausibility of existing hypotheses prior to designing an elaborate large-n test (Lijphart 1971), most practioners of small-n comparative analysis see their approach as an important one in its own right, valuable in different ways at different stages of empirical research and theory-construction (Collier 1999b). Since the gulf separating case-studies or stylized interpretations from formal models or statistical analysis is substantial, however, it is not surprising that there is significant variation in the design and purpose of small-n research. It is thus worthwhile to examine more carefully the narrower range of trade-offs faced by what some have referred to as “splitters” and “lumpers” (e.g. Collier and Collier 1991).


“Splitters” employ small-n comparisons to highlight contrasts between contexts in ways that have some implied theoretical import (Skocpol and Somers 1980). This approach is designed to be attentive to historical particularities in tracing the emergence of comparable phenomena, relying generally on the logic of Mill’s “method of difference” but, significantly, also heeding Mill’s cautions about the reliability of such methods for generating causal explanations (cf. Tilly 1997). In some cases, the concepts referrng to historical outcomes may be general enough to permit contrasts across distinct causal sequences or pathways, but the explanatory concepts are not general enough to permit broader causal inferences since even the units of comparison are not taken for granted. In effect, small-n splitters end up producing a series of case-studies (where causal connections are posited) or stylized interpretations (where they are absent), each couched in a language that permits detailed concrete comparisons but not abstract propositions (e.g. Bendix 1978; Greenfeld 1992). 

Thus, within the broader division of labor, the trade-offs of contrast-oriented small-n comparison end up approximating those evident in case-studies and stylized interpretations, albeit the consideration of several cases puts the splitters in a position to more effectively challenge or support general inferences produced in more ambitious nomothetic analyses. While their modest theoretical pretensions keep them from getting trapped by the inductivist fallacy or from having to distort historical facts in search of general theory, their emphasis on coherent narratives is what ultimately frustrates small-n lumpers and more general theorists. As Skocpol and Somers (1980, 193) note, their “...descriptive holism precludes the development of explanatory arguments, even when these are implicitly present, crying to be drawn out of the comparative-historical materials.” 


Small-n lumpers join the splitters in questioning the ahistorical character of formal models and statistical analysis; unlike the splitters, however, they seek to apply some variant of controlled comparison -- often modeled after Mill’s joint methods of agreement and differences -- to develop or defend theoretically signficiant propositions. The approaches of small-n lumpers include what Skocpol and Somers (1980) term the “parallel demonstration” and “macro-causal” types of comparison, the former designed to simultaneously interpret and test a few select cases according to an existing system of concepts and propositions, and the latter intended to generate hypotheses based on covariation between outcomes and causal configurations. When small-n studies are used for the purpose of “parallel demonstration,” however, they run the risk of becoming no different from a collection of theory-confirming or -infirming case studies, but without the benefits of a “must fit” crucial-case and with a much greater danger of selection bias. “Macro-causal” lumpers are neither fascinated by the particular histories of the cases they study (as splitters tend to be), nor committed to the defense or exposition of a general theory (as “parallel demonstration” lumpers tend to be). Rather, they select cases for their collective value in inferring the necessary, and sometimes sufficient, causal combinations leading to variation in general categories of outcomes (such as democracy or revolution). Macro-causal comparativists and large-n quantitative researchers share the empiricist skepticism with regard to the status of unobserved causal mechanisms, but the former still rely heavily on comparative-historical analysis to inductively construct variables and rely on historically specific accounts in generating novel inferences that are sufficiently parsimonious that they can be subsequently subjected to testing or refinement through other methods. 


The advantages claimed by small-n lumpers, however, come at a price. For one, despite their attention to variations in historical patterns, they risk selection bias in the handling of complex historical records, taking for granted certain historical “facts” that are conducive to the construction of parsimonious explanatory propositions while ignoring alternative interpretations and distorting other facts in the interest of comparability (Burawoy 1989; Lustick 1996). Moreover, in the case of macro-causal comparative approaches, the focus on the effects of initial causal conditions does not prevent emergent theoretical propositions from falling prey to the familiar problem of “too many variables and not enough cases” as they seek to code information and draw inferences based on a large number of potentially relevant historical factors and an even larger number of possible causal combinations (Goldthorpe 1996b; Lieberson 1992).  While the first problem has more to do with the scholar’s own self-conscious use of materials, the latter problem is less simple to deal with. Lijphart (1971) has offered a strategy for selecting more similar cases and redefining variables so as to reduce the number and “property space” of variables; Ragin (1987, 1994) seeks to expand the number of cases while compressing variables through a Boolean truth table to record the presence or absence of a factor across cases; and Savolainen (1994) has advocated the use of Mill’s method of difference for the limited purpose of eliminating alternative causal explanations. These strategies, however, do not break new ground. Lijphart’s and Ragin’s suggestions do not clarify how to avoid the “small-n, many-v problem” when comparing complex historical configurations that many small-n researchers focus on; and they do not address the challenge of coding and compressing data concerning factors that can be present in degrees (e.g., the degree of political stability). Moreover, as Lieberson (1994, 1227) notes, attempts to invoke the method of difference to eliminate single causes yields deterministic propositions that involve the risk of spurious infernces, with the added challenge that the frequency distribution of effects cannot be readily considered. 


In the end, the different problems of small-n research are better understood neither as fatal flaws, nor as challenges to be solved by increasing cases, invoking formal models, or improving historical research, but as unavoidable trade-offs that accompany the distinctive intellectual gains produced by each of the small-n approaches. While one might concur with Goldthorpe (1996b) that Millian logic, Boolean algebra and other techniques cannot overcome the problem of “too many variables and not enough cases,” it is also important to recognize that small-n comparative approaches have their own particular advantages that would be lost if they were charged with adding progressively more information to their analysis.

“Middle-Range” Comparative-History


Finally, the “middle-range” type of comparative-historical approach was depicted in figure 1 as occupying a central position along the continuum between nomothetic quests for parsimony and ideographic representations of complexity. This central positioning is not intended to confer upon middle-range comparative approaches a privileged position linked to any inherent methodological superiority, but rather to emphasize its distinctive practical significance in filling in gaps in the division of labor that result from research communities being pulled in the direction of more nomothetic and ideographic styles of research. Some degree of communication may exist among those close to either the nomothetic or the ideographic extremes (for example, in dialogues between formal modelers and quantitative researchers at one end, or between those engaged in context-specific interpretation and those engaged in case studies using the same empirical referents). As figure 1 above implies, however, the communication links can get strained in crossing the rather wide gap in the middle. Small-n comparative studies, taken collectively, might be able to plug some of this gap, but the significant differences in objectives and epistemologies among (nomothetic) lumpers and (ideographic) splitters can leave a substantial void. This is where the role of middle-range comparative-history comes in.


On the horizontal axis in figure 1, middle-range comparative history proceeds from an epistemological pragmatism that seeks to steer between positivist and relativist positions. That is, middle-range comparative-history proceeds from a pragmatist foundation that features a healthy skepticism with regard to the positions of empiricists and theoretical realists; but there is also the presumption that social reality is sufficiently intersubjective so as to permit some modest causally significant “explanatory understandings” (Weber 1978; cf. Sil 2000c, 148-9) that go well beyond the hermeneutic focus on translation and interpretation. In effect, there is still an openness to the possibility of causal connections, whether observable or not, that shape similar and divergent historical pathways across comparable contexts.  

While this epistemological pragmatism need not be associated with specific methodological injunctions, given the gap between small-n “lumpers” and “splitters,”  middle-range comparative history is viewed as a distinctive type of of small-n analysis that strives to meet two objectives normally associated with opposite sides of the nomothetic-ideographic continuum. On the one side, it is sufficiently attentive to the complexity of historical processes and the variety of historical records so as to avoid the charges of distorting “history” or ignoring “context.” On the other side, it is sufficiently framed in terms of broad concepts and variables so as help translate the complex factors and configurations identified in case-studies and context-specific narratives into more general concepts within broader theoretical frameworks and models. Thus, middle-range comparative-historical studies treat the units of comparison simultaneously as independent contexts and comparable cases of a broader phenomenon, while relying on historically situated comparisons to generate partial explanations of historical outcomes and contingent hypotheses about broader categories of phenomena. In effect, middle-range comparative-history allows a researcher to simultaneously take positions on debates over competing theoretical propositions as well as over competing historiographies.


In addition to the aforementioned trade-offs identified with small-n comparative approaches, this “middle range” variant comes with an trade-off in that it pulls the researcher in different ways and leaves him or her fending off a wider array of challenges launched on the basis of a wider arrange of presuppositions. Nevertheless, the fact that it approximates an ideal-typical center along the idiographic-nomothetic continuum enables it to engage a wider range of research products on both sides of this center. However difficult it might be to self-consciously design and successfully defend a middle-range comparative study, the essential point here is that the very attempt to do so improves the chances that distinctive research communities can recognize the complementarities among the kinds of intellectual endeavors they engage in within a more flexible division of labor.  Such an approach also serves as an alternative to the version of pluralism associated with the “analytic narrative,” particularly in relation to the implications for relating area-based expertise to theory-driven research. Instead of juxtaposing analytic models and thick descriptions of single contexts -- two distinctive kinds of activities that are independently much further apart on the nomothetic-ideographic continuum and are usually founded upon more starkly opposed foundational assumptions -- “middle-range” comparative-history emphasizes the actual comparison of existing narratives within and across a few comparable contexts with an eye to revising or generating hypotheses responsive to theoretical debates in which more nomothetically oriented research communities engage.  As a result, this approach provides opportunities for revealing similarities and differences in the concerns of different groups of area specialists (something the analytic-narratives tradition does not do) while linking these concerns to theoretical debates employing concepts and propositions at higher levels of abstraction.


The purpose of the above discussion has not been to either elevate or diminish the status of any particular method or research product, or to discount the significance of methodological debates in general. Rather, the aim has been, first, to highlight the distinctive intellectual pay-offs of diverse approaches that are often obscured by the stark oppositions used to frame these  debates; and second, to specify how the particular strengths and limitations of different kinds of research products may be regarded as descriptions of the complementary roles they collectively play in advancing our collective understanding of empirical and theoretical problems. This does not require that we discount the significance of the range of issues over which practitioners of social science disagree; given the inconclusive character of their debates, however, any shared sense progress depends on a broader awareness of the trade-offs -- and, thus, interdependence -- among the preferred methods that distinct research  communities rely upon in making sense of socially important problems. 

“Progress” and the Communicative Role of Eclecticism

Cultivating such an awareness, however, is only a first step. A second step is required to complete the transformation of the social sciences from an undefined space in which distinct research communities compete into an integrated division of labor within which there exist adequate mechanisms of communication and adequate space for experimentation.  This section examines the significance of recent calls for “eclecticism” that eschew conformity to any particular methodological principles and standards or any one set of analytic problematiques, but perform a valuable and crucial function in advancing the prospects for more meaningful communication and comparison across distinct research communities. In particular, self-consciously eclectic approaches that do not neatly fall into any one research  community can play a key role in the complex division of labor not as a substitute for research communities but as a complementary set of approaches that enable the reconstruction and investigation of socially important problems that have been sliced and framed differently by practioners of different methodologies. 

Original, question-driven eclectic frameworks that transcend boundaries between disciplines or subfields and eschew a priori methodological commitments may very well interfere with attempts to construct a new universal system of concepts or a new analytic paradigm leading the social sciences to an age of scientific “maturity.” But, rather than proceeding blindly towards progressively narrower “turfs” linked to the continuous refinement of existing models or the continuous specialization in specific problems, it may be worthwhile to seek a better understanding of how different concepts and units of analysis from across disciplines, subfields and methodological traditions relate to each other in the study of particular aspects of international life. In order to do this, however, we need to make room for “inter-discursive communities” (Der Derian 1995, 37) in the complex division of labor. That is, alongside those who work within the framework of an established research community, it is important to encourage tolerance for eclectic approaches that self-consciously rely on different permutations of concepts, analytic logics, methodological tools, and empirical observations  for analyzing concretely defined problems. Such approaches may not result in unifying grand theories, objective laws, uniform methodological principles, or the achievement of scientific “maturity” for a discipline, but, they can reveal previously hidden connections between problems, analyses, interpretations, and observational statements -- connections that are frequently hidden because of the different languages and analytic lenses through which problems are defined, posed, and investigated in different research communities.

Research communities may be distinguished in terms of the cognitive  structures shape what phenomena are considered important and explainable, how research questions about such phenomena are posed, what concepts and methods are employed in generating explanations of the phenomena, and what standards are reasonable for evaluating these explanations. As is true of the history of science more generally, social science disciplines have been characterized by the emergence of, competition between, and evolution or degeneration of, discrete cognitive structures within which models, inferences, and narratives are constructed, communicated, and evaluated.  In this sense, research communities may be said to be more narrowly problem-focused constituents of larger enterprises variously referred to as “paradigms” (Kuhn 1962), “research programs” (Lakatos 1970), or “research traditions” (Laudan 1977).
 

All of these categories face limitations as units for organizing and assessing international relations research. Divisive debates among proponents of different approaches are difficult to square with the notion of the existence of one dominant paradigm. The overlapping of some assumptions across different approaches suggests that different schools of thought are not always mutually exclusive cognitive structures. More importantly, although framed in different languages in different periods, the foundational divides reflected in these debates --for example, objectivism vs. subjectivism, agency vs. structure, material vs. ideal-- represent recurrent rather than episodic problems (Sil 2000b, 2000d). Moreover, proponents of Lakatosian research programs tend to value substantive or heuristic novelty as a measure of their scientific progress, offer multiple definitions of what constitutes novel facts, engage in misstatements and tenacious battles that undercut tolerance and the acknowledgment of programmatic failures, and provide insufficient information to allow us to distinguish consistently between different research programs or to assign proper weights to a program’s “hard core,” “positive heuristic,” or “protective belt” (Elman and Elman 2002, 45-52). 

The conception of research communities advanced here is closer to Laudan’s (1977, 1996) more flexible notion of competing and evolving “research traditions” than to Kuhnian paradigms or research traditions. Like Kuhnian paradigms and Lakatosian research programs, research traditions suggest long-enduring commitments consisting of: “(1) a set of beliefs about what sorts of entities and processes make up the domain of inquiry; and (2) a set of epistemic and methodological norms about how the domain is to be investigated, how theories are to be tested, how data are to be collected, and the like” (Laudan 1996, 83). Unlike Kuhn and Lakatos, however, Laudan sees research traditions as potentially capable of encompassing very different types of research products involving different, sometimes contradictory, explanatory propositions. Particularly in the case of the social sciences, given that not all components of competing schools of thought represent elements of mutually exclusive cognitive structures, and given that these competing schools differ over time in their defining features and their core points of contention, it makes more sense to invoke to speak of the field in terms of the relatively more fluid notion of “research traditions” rather than the more rigidly defined notions of paradigm or research program. More significantly for the purpose of addressing the trade-offs between problem-driven and method-driven socal science, Laudan offers no single model of how to measure progress within research traditions, opting instead to evaluate research traditions in terms of their relative utility in solving problems that have both scholarly and practical import. Research communities are understood in terms analogous to, but narrower than, Laudan’s research traditions; in addition to shared methodological and epistemological positions, research communities also have shared stocks of empirical and theoretical knowledge claims in relation to certain kinds of related problems.

Research communities cannot themselves be evaluated against each other in terms of some unified principle since these communities do not share common standards for evaluating research products their members produce. Nor can they be synthesized into a single unified model of scientific research; while the most doctrinaire proponents of any one research tradition will reject the need for synthesis, “even coalitions of the willing may find the going difficult as they discover the analytical boundaries beyond which their respective approaches cannot be pushed” (Ruggie 1998, 37). But what can be eclectically recombined are components of the research products that are usually “nested” within separate research communities. 

This is no easy task, however. Membership in particular research communities help scholars avoid controversies over the significance attached by  to certain kinds of problems and over divisive ontological, epistemological, and methodological issues, in principle, problems, concepts, interpretations, and observational statements can be translated across research communities in order to permit the construction of new combinations of problems and solutions. Research communities serve to indicate what assumptions might be accepted as uncontroversial background knowledge, what kinds of research products conform to established conventions governing the collection of evidence and the testing of general statements, and what kinds of research products might reinforce or undermine the intellectual coherence of the community. Moreover, institutional factors – ranging from the venues for publication and funding patterns to faculty hiring and graduate training – strengthen the importance investigators themselves attach to presenting their projects and findings in the form of explanatory sketches that fit easily into a well-established research tradition. These factors account for why most research in international relations over the past century can be readily identified in terms of familiar labels (such as realism, liberalism, rationalism, behaviorism or institutionalism). That research products are often “nested” in particular research communities, however, does not mean that there is no scholarship outside of research communities. In fact, the case for analytic eclecticism is entirely predicated on severing the link between research communities and the substantive interpretations and empirical claims in the research products constructed within them.  Two features of research communities make this possible. 

First, research communities vary in terms of the significance they attribute to foundational assumptions, methodological orientations, and domains of inquiry. One research community may place greater emphasis on ontological assumptions and theoretical language, allowing for a wide-ranging domain of inquiry and a large set of methodological tools. Another may be more recognizable through the application of common methodological tools to a well-specified domain of inquiry even if groups within that tradition differ on questions of epistemology. This is evident, for example, in constructivist international relations where we find empiricist and hermeneutic approaches both sharing the assumption of a socially constructed international world and both employing the language of “discourse” and “identity” in trying to offer insights about the world. Similarly, the underlying preference for methodological individualism is a more central defining feature of neoliberal institutionalism, even though some may be game theorists testing formal models and others empiricists in search of probabilistic hypotheses. Moreover, as research communities suggest enduring commitments, it is also likely that they will have to evolve as particular assumptions or heuristic devices become more or less valuable or fashionable over time for different generations of scholars seeking to explain similar problems in new environments. While common foundational assumptions and methodological orientations are probably sufficient to produce similarities across research products in adjacent generations of scholarship, as the number of generations increases, differences in the character of research products may make them difficult to recognize as part of the same research community

Second, in spite of shared agreements on foundational and methodological issues and on the importance of certain problems, it is still possible to find considerable differences within research communities. Some may produce substantive claims that implicitly or explicitly challenge the “normal” expectations of their respective research communities in spite of shared ontological and epistemological principles. And, research products within different research traditions can converge in their wider implications and projections, despite fundamental disagreements over foundational or methodological issues and the characterization of specific problems. For example, realist analyses of security dynamics in particular regions and constructivist analyses of norm-diffusion can come to the same substantive conclusion that stability is more likely than conflict in that region. Similarly, a historical institutionalist treatment of party formation in a developing country and a game-theoretic treatment of electoral politics can come to the same conclusion about why the platforms or positions of certain parties evolve in relation to changing domestic and international environments. The point is that research communities are not usually so rigid as to produce uniform research products that will predictably converge on substantive interpretations, explanations, and predictions. This also means that it is possible to make adjustments to foundational or methodological principles to permit a more direct comparison, synthesis, or integration across components of research products that deal with similar or related phenomena even if these are normally transformed into distinct analytic puzzles in different theoretical languages. 

Broadly speaking, analytic eclecticism may be regarded as the kind of flexible thinking required to detach research products from the competing metatheoretical systems in which they are embedded to permit the complementarities between their problems and their empirical claims to be recombined within alternative, more complex interpretations that can generate new understandings and pave the way for solutions for complex problems. We can think about the complementary relations between, and combinatorial potential of, different explanatory sketches in terms of Jepperson’s (1998) insightful discussion of different forms of complementarity. Unlike simple complementarity, which relies on specialization of different perspectives in different domains (and thus corresponds to the way in which much research is actually conducted in different research communities), additive complementarity focuses on categories of effects, now often called “mechanisms,” such as aggregation (choice theoretic), selection (population ecology) or social construction  (institutionalism); modular complementarity either takes place by utilizing different approaches at different “stages” of a process, or “nests” arguments constructed at one level of analysis within more general arguments constructed at a different level of analysis; problem recognition complementarity which combines approaches able to new problems by isolating and describing phenomena with a newly acquired  significance, with approaches that may be more adept at providing explanations for these phenomena even though it may not have recognized them in the first place; and finally, there is distant complementarity which extends over longer time periods when perspectives are integrated or transformed either by eventual subsumption or reduction. Whatever the specific mode of disaggregation and recombination, the net effect is to produce explanatory sketches that reflect features of at least two distinct research traditions. The question now is whether this is a worthwile endeavor, and this brings us back to the point noted at the outset concerning the implicit convergence between Feyerabend and Laudan: the likelihood of hitting upon solutions or breakthroughs in particular areas of research is dependent more on the fluidity of, or departures from, established research practices and methodological principles.

For Laudan, the cumulation of scientific process ultimately depend less on the evolution, coherence, and status of different research traditions and more in terms of their contribution to “problem-solving progress,” (Laudan 1977, 109).  However, attention to problem-solving does not solve the problem of how to recognize, define, and investigate problems related to concrete issues in the social world. As Laudan himself recognizes, problem definition and research tradition are after all intertwined: by their very nature research traditions are likely to channel attention towards particular empirical issues that appear to be more readily problematized using their preferred conceptual and methodological apparatus. Moreover, there is the possibility that judgments about the problem-solving efficacy of specific research traditions may prompt some researchers to shift their tentative commitment prematurely from one tradition to another, even though such judgments presume that it is the same problem that is being explored in competing traditions and the same standard that is being used in determining whether and how efficaciously the problem is solved. How should we think about problems that exist outside of the comfortable domain of research communities? How can we even communicate a problem in a language that will be intelligible to more than one research tradition? What is the status of unsolved problems that are potential rather than actual? And, how do we form a consensus about the point at which a problem can be declared to have been solved? 
Ultimately, then, the case for analytic eclecticism is dependent not on its ability to solve specific problems already identified by one or another research tradition, but on the possibility of expanding the scope of research problems beyond that of each of the competing research traditions. In that way our questions may come to resemble less closely stylized facts, a favorite of approaches dedicated to analytical parsimony, while resembling more the messiness of actual problems encountered by actors in the real world. Conceptual frameworks developed within competing research communities are designed to problematize only select aspects of social life that may well be interconnected features of concrete “real world” social problems. Such analytic accentuation can be fruitful and is sometimes necessary in light of practical research constraints, but this also requires focusing on certain aspects of problems, and on pre-selected variables or social processes, ignoring a wide range of factors that are potentially relevant to recognizing and solving a more comprehensively defined problem that more closely approximates the messiness and complexity of the social world.  Figure 2 is intended to capture the manner in which problem-definition and explanatory sketches are simplified in explanatory sketches nested in research traditions and “recomplexified” in eclectic analytic frameworks. 

[FIGURE 2 HERE]

P1, P2, and P3 represent three different kinds of problems explored in three competing research communities addressing related social processes, each accentuating different aspects of these processes in order to make them more amenable to problematization in one of the traditions. E1, E2, and E3 each represent a range of acceptable explanatory interpretations -- a term intended to obscure the level of generality of whatever models or narratives are advanced -- within a research tradition, with A, B, and C representing the possibility of diverse explanatory sketches coexisting within a research community.  In eclectic approaches, by contrast, an attempt is made to reconnect the elements accentuated by competing traditions in the hope that these will provide more reasonable, if less parsimonious, approximation of socially important problems. Some degree of accentuation may still occur, but the resulting problem-focus will still represent a move in the opposite direction of research traditions in terms of the trade-offs between parsimony and complexity. The explanatory interpretations are likewise eclectic; they may come in different forms and encompass quite different combinations of elements in research tradition-bound eclectic sketches, but they all seek to connect causally significant factors from explanatory sketches  drawn from at least two research traditions.

The adoption of an eclectic stance tends to go hand in hand with a pragmatic middle ground along the “epistemological spectrum” (Sil 2000c) ranging between absolute versions of logical positivism and stark relativism. Such a pragmatism is predicated on the refusal “to accept as hard and fast the classic oppositions between understanding and explanation, between history and science, between objective and subjective” (Alford 1998, 123). Specifically, this pragmatism involves viewing the social world as at least partially socially constructed; recognizing the difficulties this poses for defining social facts, analyzing actors’ motivations; bracketing the investigator’s own subjective perceptions and normative commitments; and accepting the uncertainty accompanying the analysis of a socially constructed world without giving up on either the systematic collection and interpretation of data or the task of seeking to persuade skeptical communities of scholars.

The flexibility required of eclectic approaches has its own trade-offs: the lack of explicit methodological principles and standards, the absence of enduring professional ties and networks to provide intellectual and emotional support along with informed constructive critique, the absence of a Lakatosian “protective belt” that can offer some “staying power” to theories embedded in research communities, and the “thinness” of analysis that may result from taxing an individual researcher’s stock of knowledge and array of skills. In fact, from the point of view of scholars committed to particular research communities, eclectic approaches stand on shaky ground, lacking the explicit standards of rigor that have contributed to the evaluation of research products and some internal sense of progress within separate research communities exploring conceptually well-specified problems.  That, is, eclecticism makes it virtually impossible to apply either standards of parsimony, logical consistency, conceptual clarity, or empirical falsification, all of which are regarded by large numbers of social scientists as well-established methodological principles on the basis of which many research communities can claim to have made progress. Moreover, eclectic approaches will always leave themselves open to a wider range of criticism motivated by  expectations and practices developed within research communities, and answering those criticisms to the satisfaction of the critic will be no easy task given differences over basic foundational issues and differences related to the nature of the roles and tasks taken on by eclectic researchers and research communities. Indeed, these are the bases for critiques of unqualified ensorsements of eclecticism and pluralism that have proliferated in such disciplines as sociology and political science (Sanderson 1987; Johnson 2002).  

It is important to be clear about what kind of eclecticism is being encouraged here and for what purposes. The kind of eclecticism that simply denies the existence and value of research products produced by members of research communities is likely to lead neither to the collective recognition of relationships between empirical and theoretical problems, nor to complex interpretations and propositions that will be taken seriously by the vast majority of social scientists working in their research communities. But, the unqualified and unself-conscious proliferation of eclecticism that makes no reference to work and progress evident in existing research communities is not what is being advocated here. What is being advocated here is  the accomodation of eclecticism as a specific type of role within a complex division of labor that incorporates research traditions and communities. Following Alford (1998, 9), the goal is not to dissolve or reify the tensions between different research communities or the research products they endorse, but to make room for researchers who can theorize their problems within multiple traditions and are thus in a position to recognize previously hidden aspects of social reality.  

The question still remains, from the point of view of those committed to research communities and traditions, of whether the limited resources available for social scientific research should be expended on eclectic work in the absence of clear prior indications of their  value.  As Sanderson (1987, 321) puts it in his vigorous critique of eclecticism: “one cannot follow up on every conceivable lead. Because the vast majority of these leads will not produce anything of value, to follow this strategy is to waste enormous amounts of time and enery. A better alternative… is to adopt the theoretical tradition that seems at the time most useful and to follow it as intensively as possible.”  Fortunately, the track record of most social science research traditions and communities does not justify such an appraisal except in the eyes of their members. In fact, any sense of “progress” depends on the possibilities for communication and translation across research communities adhering to different epistemological and methodological perspectives. This is precisely the function served by eclectic approaches in the division of labor; while eclecticism is not a sufficient condition for progress, eclectic scholars are in a better position to recognize and evaluate what is going on in different research communities concerned with different aspects of problems that are, inreality, interconnected. Thus, limiting available resources only to work done in research communities virtually guarantees that we will not be able to step back and recognize whatever progress might actually occur in terms of Laudan’s criterion of problem-solving -- as Laudan (1977, 104) himself recognizes in his discussion of the role of “synthesis” and “amalgamation”  across research traditions in opening up new lines of research and enabling scientists “to deal with empirical and conceptual problems which neither of the ancestor traditions alone could resolve satisfactorily.”

The case for eclecticism is thus predicated not on the rejection of research communities or on the conviction of the superiority of research products generated by eclecticism, but on the hunch that there are significant intellectual gains to be had from reversing the trade-offs faced by scholars working in one or another research community. In light of the recurrent debates between, and the trade-offs inherent in, research communities, it is possible and desirable to gamble at least some of our resources (in practical terms, defined in terms of hiring and funding) on the intuition that analytic eclecticism can give us more purchase on interesting questions that are not adequately framed within research communities. Since no one research community or research tradition can confidently claim to offer all the insights that we need, at least from the point of view of social scientists and policy-makers working outside of those communities and traditions, “the best case for progress in the understanding of social life lies in . . . the expanding fund of insights and understandings derived from a wide variety of theoretical inspirations” (Rule, 1997, 18). And, the accomodation of self-consciously eclectic perspectives can be counted upon to keep open the channels of communication necessary for the discovery of complementarities in problem-definition, related empirical observations,  and comparable analytic or interpretive logics.
This also has the added benefit of spurring the “de-nationalizing” research communities. For example, international relations scholarship in the United States, for all its diversity in terms of competing paradigms, is regularly criticized abroad for its blindness to research traditions that have emerged in other parts of the world. Scholars in Europe repeatedly debate the question of whether the dominant paradigms in the field essentially reflect American dominance and whether this has resulted in a marginalization of many intellectual concerns and theoretical traditions that originated elsewhere (Dunne 1995; Makinda 2000) This is even more true of regions that are considered to be marginalized in terms of wealth and power, regions where calls for eclecticism have an even longer history as evident in Mazrui’s (1975, 465) defense of it as a prerequisite for “ultimate independent growth in the intellectual field.” That is, by operating in between and across research communities nurtured in, and perhaps shaped by, particular national or regional institutional environments, eclecticism opens the door to critical, reflexive thinking among members of research communities while potentially identifying convergences between communities operating in different social settings. Whether or not students of political economy take “globalization” seriously, the social sciences as a whole certainly cannot afford to be balkanized along national or civilizational boundaries. In the case of international relations.
In a complex division of labor, as in any innovative complex organization, communication and experimentation are crucial functions if we are to stumble upon shared understandings that would otherwise elude us. Eclectic approaches in the social sciences recognize how intellectual problems pursued by different research communities simplify the messiness and complexity of socially important problems, and to permit approaches that can then “recomplexify” these problems and develop research designs that are based on different permutations of metatheoretical assumptions, methodological principles, and empirical stocks of background “knowledge.” 

Conclusion


This paper has been an attempt to refine and apply the notion of a “complex division of labor” in response to the question of whether problems or methods ought to be the focus of social research. Social science as a collective endeavor is, as a matter of practical necessity, considered to be problem-driven if for no other reason but that common substantive prescriptions can emerge from alternative methods while while sharp differences on foundational issues preclude meaningful agreements on methodological principles. This does not, however, suggest that individual social scientists ought to define their research agendas and develop their careers in terms of specialization on particular kinds of problems. While intellectual and professional rewards for most social science research products depend on both substantive contributions and methodological rigor, over the course of a career, there are real trade-offs accompanying decisions to either gain expertise in certain kinds of problems (especially those that require a considerable personal investment in terms of language training or cultivating appropriate contacts) or gain experience in applying certain kinds of methods (especially those that travel well across issue-areas in different times and places). 

This observation speaks directly to the issue of whether uniform principles and standards of methodological rigor are possible or desirable in light of the dependence of methodological approaches on unverifiable a priori assumptions about the nature of social reality and social knowledge. Whether rooted in empiricism or theoretical realism, perspectives on a unified set of methodological principles and standards simply dismiss the wide range of defensible philosophical positions on the basis of which social analysis is founded. Viewed in this light, calls for a unified methodology are effectively hegemonic efforts aimed at identifying social science with research communities that share a particular epistemology. The wide range of objectives, assumptions, and payoffs associated with different kinds of research products at different stages in the research process require not only pluralistic postures embracing a multiplicity of methods but also a more pluralistic conception of the epistemological positions underlying those methods.

In the absence of any evidence of convergence on abstract foundational issues, I have argued, the relationship between research products should be understood in terms of their roles within a Durkheimian “complex division of labor” in which the trade-offs inherent in specific approaches become a basis for recognizing the different but complementary roles each can play in advancing different kinds of knowledge-claims cast at different levels of generality and generated through different kinds of methods. This does not mean that “anything goes” or that “rigor” must be sacrificed; that matter is left to the judgment of appropriate research communities.  At the same time, such narrowly bound evaluative processes need to be made on the basis of a wider understanding of the relationships between different types of resarch products located at different points along a spectrum stretching from nomothetic  to ideographic forms of knowledge-claims. In this sense, the central position of middle-range comparative studies along the nomothetic-ideographic continuum, although it does not accord it any special intellectual status, serves a  practical function in cultivating greater awareness of potential points of exchange and complementarity among scholars whose audience would otherwise be limited to others in their research communities.

These arguments set the stage for an argument in favor of eclectic perspectives that are to be evaluated in terms of their communicative function in relation to existing research communities. By drawing upon different clusters of problems and methods, eclectic approaches are in a position to reveal similarities or complementarities across problems that are analytically sliced and framed in different ways in different kinds of research products. That is, eclecticism serves to increase the possibility that research communities within the wider society of social scientists might hit upon agreements about socially important problems and solutions that would otherwise elude defenders of particular paradigms.  Eclectic work is likely to be confronted with the challenge of meeting different standards of rigor and responding to arguments building upon different assumptions, but even if the payoffs are initially unclear and issues of methodological rigor are initially unsettled, the risk that such “undisciplined” research may lead to a waste of time and resources is not so great as the risk that we will simply miss opportunities for making sense of real-world problems because of the quite different lenses through which separate research communities choose to analytically slice into these problems. 

These propositions collectively form the basis for the middle ground between Feyerabend and Laudan. The former’s epistemological anarchism can be moderated to suggest that problems of incommensurability are not absolute given the possibilities for translation by those less invested in particular research communities; and the latter’s conception of “problem-solving progress” (1977, 109) can be refined to emphasize that “synthesis” or “amalgamation” across research traditions are often critical to the identification of new problems and the opening up of new lines of research.  That is, Feyerabend’s position can be viewed as moving towards Laudan’s if it is interpreted as a defense of the proliferation of different kinds of research practices -- some eclectic, some within research communities -- rather than an injunction to individual scholars to embrace relativism, in the hope that this might widen the possibilities for identifying what Laudan considers to be “problem-solving” progress. Likewise, Laudan’s position can be viewed as moving towards Feyerabend’s if the focus on problem-solving is interpreted as a statement challenging the necessity of uniform methodological  principles, especially if one considers how “problems” and “solutions” are to be recognized by members of competing research communities in the social sciences. In this sense, the proliferation of research communiteis and eclectic approaches need not suggest a defense of relativism or an intensified competition to solve clearly recognized problems, but rather a pragmatist view of a social science in which research products satisfy different expectations commensurate with their  roles while eclectic approaches provide channels through which the theoretical languages of different research traditions can be translated, compared, and partially integrated on the basis of emergent complementarities and convergences.

If the sources of order and change in social life are complex, so too must be the division of labor within the social sciences. And, just as mechanisms of integration are essential even in the most complex society, so must we make room within this complex division of labor for scholars who, rather than designing their projects within established research traditions and communities, consciously pursue eclectic approaches organized around socially important problems and responsive to the analytic problems taken on by separate research communities.  Considering the diversity of approaches and the different ways of establishing what is true, insistence on any one conception of social science prevents genuine experimentation and undercuts the social nature of scientific conversation without which we will not even recognize potential solutions to problems that are of both theoretical and practical import. Otherwise, research communities will continue along their paths without permitting much appreciation of their roles within the wider “society” of social scientists, and we will have failed to heed Haas’ (1990, 213) warning: “extreme differentiation without unification mistakes the trees for the forest.”
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Interdependence Among Social Science Methods With Varying

Epistemological Foundations and Degrees of Complexity in Research Products
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Problems (P) and Explanatory Interpretations (E):

Research Communities and Analytic Eclecticism
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� See Tönnies’ (1957) opposition of gemeinschaft and gesellschaft. The distinction between “mechanical” and “organic” forms of solidarity was developed by Durkheim partly to critique the notion that a shift from gemeinschaft to gesellschaft entailed the inevitable loss of a sense of solidarity; see Durkheim (1984 [1933], 31-87, 229-233). 


� “Pragmatism,” of course, has a long and complicated lineage in social theory as , but for the purposes of this paper, the essential point is the attempt to negotiate the divides between realism and nominalism, objectivism and relativism, explanation and interprretive understanding, and situational structures and creative agents (Joas 1993).


� The argument in this section selectively draws from, and expands upon, Sil (2000a).


� For a different view of “trade-offs” among concepts satisfying different intellectual criteria, see Gerring (1999).


� On this point, see the critiques, from quite different directions, of these recent attempts to combine formal modeling with cultural interpretation. Johnson (2002) critiques Bates, de Figuereido and Weingast (1998) for opening up formal models to the conceptual fuzziness of language used in interpretive analysis; Sil [2000b, 374-6] critiques Bates, Greif et al. (1998) for insulating the causal logics embedded in their game theoretic models from the complexities and contestations accompanying the interpretation of context-specific social action.


� The first three of Lijphart’s categories encompass the logics articulated in Eckstein’s (1975) “heuristic” and “crucial” case analyses, while the latter two together correspond roughly to Eckstein’s “ideographic-configurative” and “disciplined configurative” types of comparative analysis.


� This strategy is evident in the theory-driven study of particular episodes or countries in both comparative and American politics, including two works representing quite different theories and eras in the social sciences: Smelser’s (1959) classic application of Parsonian theory to the analysis of the Industrial Revolution in England and Chong’s (1991) use of rational-choice theory in relation to the civil rights movement in the United States.


� For an example of this approach, see Sil (2002), esp. the discussion on pp. 47-50, 295-300, and Appendix B.


� This section builds on the discussion of “analytic eclecticism” in Katzenstein and Sil (2003, forthcoming). 


� Challenging then-conventional views of scientific progress as continuous and cumulative, Kuhn (1962) interpreted the history of science as a sequence of periods of normal science interspersed by shorter episodes of revolutionary science. Normal science is marked by the ascendance of a single paradigm that determines the central research questions, specifies the range of acceptable methods in approaching them, and provides criteria for assessing how well they have been answered. Revolutionary science occurs in those brief interludes when scientific communities, frustrated by increasing numbers of anomalies, begin to focus on new problems and take-up new approaches that can address these anomalies, paving the way for a new dominant paradigm. Significantly, paradigms are assumed to be incommensurable, with the standards and methods employed by supporters of one paradigm judged unacceptable by supporters of another. Responding to Kuhn’s rejection of objective markers of continuous progress, and perhaps dissatisfied with the monism implied in Kuhn’s view of “normal science,” Lakatos (1970) introduced the concept of “research programs” that could, in principle, coexist and compete. This competition allows for the designation of “progressive” and “degenerative” research programs, depending on whether these were still capable of generating new theories that surpass the domains and explanatory power of past theories. At the same time, Lakatosian research programs have a number of features – a “hard core,” a “protective belt” of auxiliary assumptions, and positive and negative “heuristics” – that make them function in much the same way as Kuhn’s paradigms. Laudan’s “research traditions” is distinct from both of these concepts in ways that are discussed below.





